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The Humanist Interstellar (2014) and Its Discontent 
Mario Liong 
 
 
(Source: http://www.interstellarmovie.net/) 
 
Space odyssey, time travel, knowledge about wormholes and black holes, and the possibility 
of living on another planet – these are the most fascinating aspects of Interstellar (2014). 
Directed by Christopher Nolan, the movie is about a former astronaut, Cooper (Matthew 
McConaughey), who accidentally discovers a secret NASA project led by Professor Brand 
(Michael Caine) and is therefore called upon to pilot a spacecraft to explore habitable planets 
for humans in times when hostile climate on the Earth makes survival of humans and other 
plants and animals difficult.  
 
After setting out the problems faced by the human race, the story continues with the efforts 
and struggles of people on spaceships and on Earth to find a suitable new planet for the 
human race. The motivation behind this search is love – love for the family, in particular 
father-daughter love, and empathy for the entire human population. To save the entire human 
race, Cooper is willing to sacrifice himself and love for his daughter, Murph (Mackenzie Foy / 
Jessica Chastain / Ellen Burstyn), to travel to the space. Although later he shows his weakness 
by sending signals from the black hole to young Murphy (Mackenzie Foy) in her bedroom to 
ask the then Cooper to stay, he does not forget to send adult Murphy (Jessica Chastain) the 
 2 
 
data of the black hole to help her solve Professor Brand's equations so that she can finally take 
humans to leave the destroyed and inhabitable Earth. 
 
Without acknowledging the limitations of humanism, the film suggests that leaving behind the 
nurturing planet humans have destroyed is the ultimate solution. It can be expected that 
humans will change their homes constantly after fully depleting the resources and ruining 
their habitats if they are lucky enough to find or found other new sites fit for human 
habitation. This may be a good idea for producing infinite sequels of the film but this is 
definitely a disenchanting ideology put forward by a 21st century apocalyptic work. 
 
Nolan fails to visualise a solution for human survival beyond anthropocentrism. Nolan's films 
have been surrounding a (male) hero, suffering from psychological losses – loss of the parents 
for Bruce Wayne (Christian Bale) in Batman Begins (2005), death of the wife for Dom Cobb 
(Leonardo DiCaprio) in Inception (2010), and leaving the intimate daughter on bad terms for 
Cooper in Interstellar (2014) – striving against all odds to restore humanity – justice, parental 
love, and the survival of the human race. Asserting that we are unique beings and superior in 
terms of rationality and love, the award-winning director thinks that we have to save ourselves 
from our own destruction, since there is no one else to rely on. There are no extra-terrestrial 
beings to help us and the natural environments on Earth and other planets are hostile. The 
creators of wormhole that leads humans to another galaxy are not extra-terrestrial beings or 
supernatural power but future humans. Only elite humans, who carry with them the brightest 
human essence, can save the human race in its desperation. This mentality means that we are 
all we need to save ourselves. The human struggles are emotionally engaging but 
unfortunately are limiting Nolan’s vision for a film that is situated in the posthuman 
condition.  
 
The Earth in the film suffers from drought, famine, and lack of oxygen. These disasters are 
due to ecological changes caused by human activities. Agriculture has caused reduction of 
land for natural ecosystems, and the use of chemicals in growing crops has led to climate 
change and threats to biodiversity (Wally 2010). Farming, hunting, overfishing, and 
construction have led to faster land erosion and decrease in number of species of wild 
population (Vince 2011). These ecological changes have huge impacts on our planet. For 
example, climate change leads to reduction in water supply, which is predicted to become 
more and more serious and will eventually lead to droughts more serious than the two-century 
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droughts in California’s Sierra Nevada mountains during the Medieval Warm Period (about 
AD950 – 1250) (Wally 2010).  
 
Obviously, humanity is to blame for this disaster. However, Nolan does not have in mind the 
Anthropocene, the period when humans started to have a significant impact on global 
ecosystems. Human beings deplete so many resources that the supposedly sustainable ecology 
is disrupted, resulting in damages to the eco-system on Earth. The exploitation of the nature 
and creation of environmental problems come from the ideology of anthropocentrism, which 
places the human in a more significant position than other life forms. This construction of 
human subjectivity to be different from and superior to that of non-human treats the nature as 
resources and considers non-humans, including animals and machines, expendable and 
replaceable (Youatt 2014). With this ideology, the human does not have to consider the needs 
of non-human animals or the adverse impact of human activities on the nature. In narrating 
the problem of reduction in food production due to crop blight, not only the film does not 
provide us with a hint of the eco-centric perspective, it does not even mention any non-human 
animals, as if they are non-existent and are not victims of the problem. 
 
The movie even justifies the disregard of robots’ agency and subjectivity, no matter how 
humorous and intelligent they are. The robots TARS and CASE work side by side with 
humans – help save the astronauts out of emergencies, operate the spacecraft, collect scientific 
data, and gather data on singularity in the black hole. Yet, they are denied subjectivity and are 
treated as tools (e.g., TARS (voice by Bill Irwin) says, “Try to remember that as a robot, I 
have to do anything you say.”) In the movie, non-humans are made to work and even sacrifice 
for humanity and all successes are only attributed to unique human qualities. Humans remain 
the ultimate reason and solution in the film.  
 
However, anthropocentric values in humanism are not only responsible for the environmental 
problems but also create inequality among humans. Humanism not only justifies and 
reproduces the hierarchy between humans and non-humans but also maintains socio-political 
hierarchy and even violence and oppression among humans (Youatt 2014). Humanism treats 
the human as universal, by default a middle-class white male. Thus, the criterion of 
“essential” human nature in humanist thinking has excluded some individuals as human based 
on their gender, sexuality, (dis)ability, ethnicity, religion, and class (Herbrechter 2013; 
Whitehead 2009; Wolfe 2010). Men have been considered superior to women for centuries 
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because of their supposedly greater rationality and morality; non-heterosexuals are still being 
denied equal rights in marriage in many parts of the world; and whites continue to occupy 
powerful cultural positions. The hierarchical ordering of life forms in humanism exercises 
exclusion of some humans and non-human animals due to their lack of “humanness”, and is 
thus the basis of discriminatory practices such as sexism, racism, and anthropocentrism 
(Nayar 2013: 11).  
 
Interstellar (2014) does not interrogate the power relations of human and non-human life 
forms or explore new forms of co-existence. Although the movie is very emotionally 
engaging with state-of-the-art visual effects, its core message is rather disappointing. Nolan 
does not offer a new perspective in dealing with human existence, let alone a glimpse of 
posthuman subjectivity which rejects the “long-held belief in the infallibility of human power 
and the arrogant belief in our superiority and uniqueness” (Pepperell 1995: 176). It is no 
surprise that the ultimate hero remains stereotypical – a white, heterosexual man who is also 
an engineer. 
 
Humanism assumes that the essence of rationality in the human can make changes and 
improvements of himself and his surroundings and the human is thus distinguished from all 
other life forms. This humanist thinking has neglected the fact that our posthuman conditions 
have made us inseparable from ecology and the non-human (Pepperell 1995). Several 
pandemics arising from non-human animals in the last few decades and increasing reliance on 
non-human animals, robots, and machines for our lives and health, such as transplantation of 
pigs' heart valves to humans (Knapton 2014) and the use of prostheses (Knapton 2015), have 
proven this interconnectivity. The so-called unique human features of consciousness, 
language, and altruism can also be found among non-human animals. Critical posthumanism 
thus calls for rethinking of the assumed “species uniqueness and boundedness of the human” 
(Nayar 2013: 4). In the age of the Anthropocene and the hybridised life forms because of 
technological modification on human body and mind, the conventional humanist idea on the 
autonomous, self-conscious, rational, self-determining, superior human subjects should be 
rejected and we should recognise that human is just “an assemblage, co-evolving with other 
forms of life, enmeshed with the environment and technology” (Nayar 2013: 3-4). Human and 
non-human life forms should therefore be treated as equivalent even though not identical 
(Simonsen 2012). As Braidotti (2013) suggests, it is time to come up with a new construction 
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of posthuman subjectivity to allow not only for equality among humans but also the peaceful 
coexistence of the human, non-human, and ecology. 
 
Interstellar (2014) is simply repeating a humanist story with the gimmick of space travel and 
exploration. Rather than relying on a “super” human who can escape from the black hole to 
gather useful data for us in the nick of time, a re-conceptualization of human subjectivity in 
relation to other living organisms and the environment that has been nurturing us can make 
the film more inspiring to the audience for contemplating life in the post-human condition. 
What if Cooper discovers in the black hole the whole picture of the inter-connected ecological 
system in which humans are just one part of the system together with other non-human 
animals? What if Cooper then transmits this understanding of post-human subjectivity to 
those people before the Anthropocene to endeavour a prevention of the whole disaster from 
happening? Then probably the heroic story of Cooper would become more relevant and 
instigating instead of just being a wishful thinking. 
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